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“The United States has been mvolved 111 three maJor regional wars m As13 - Korea Vietnam and 
the Persian Gulf - m the past four decades To preclude another one. [Secretary of Defense] Perry 
sad. the Umted States must mamtam a strong deterrent force m the Asian Pacific region 

An Force Times, 26 Feb 96 

Introduction 

The “Southeast Asia” region consists of two major sub-regions, pemnsular and 

arcl-upelaglc regions (Wmrda 15 1) The ten pnmary countnes of Brunei, Burma, Cambo&a, 

Indoneaa., Laos, Malaysia Phlllppmes, Smgapore, Thaland and Vlemam compnse the largest 

nations m the Southeast Asia (SEA) region These ten countnes are the pnmary focus of thus 

paper due to their relame unportance to U S nauonal interests 

Thus essay wdl define and pnonnze the U S nahonal mterests relative to SEA as well as 

the context of pollucal, economic, social, cultural and military trends Also ldenufied are the 

potentml challenges, threats and opportumtles to U S interests and current U S pollcles Last, the 

pnontlzed objecnves of current C S policy and the means to Influence and advance these Interests 

wfl be analyzed through the avtiable tools of statecraft 

Lnlted States National Interests in SEA 

Southeast Asia IS the fastest-growmg region of the world today m economic terms, with 

annual growth rates averagmg over 7% for the past five years m Indonesia, Malaysia, Smgapore, 

and Thtiand (Department of Defense 6) while it IS not the most important region to the Umted 

States m geostrategic terms, its phenomenal growth and cntlcal sea hnes of commumcahon (over 

70% of all world seabome trade goods transit its waterways) msure Its place as an mtegral and 

vnal element of the world economy Cunously. although the U S pubhc sees no vital interests m 

thus geostrategic area (Relllq, 20). the U S foreign pohcy of Engagement and Enlargement’ 

recogmzes vital Interests m thus region wluch reqmre sl,aficant attention The pnontlzed U S 

national Interests m the SEA region can be summarized as follows 
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-- Peace. stab&y, and secunty of national boundanes 

-- Commercial access to free and open markets 

-- Freedom of navigation 

-- Growth of democntlc governments 

-- Prevent the nse of a hosule hegemonic power or coahtlon 

-- Prevent a regional arms race and proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction 

(WMD) 

These national mterests are vital to the secunty and economic well being of the Umted 

States The need for peace and stab&y in the region are cnucal to ensure access to open and free 

markets w1t.h the Umted States economy becommg more dependent Thus trade dependency 

relative to the unportatlon of raw mater& and export of products to these growmg economies 

requires clear U S strategy and pohaes to mamtam these mterests The distance and dependence 

on free access through the cnhcal sea lmes of commumcatlon (SLOCs) for mtematlonal trade and 

deployment of U S forces to the Persian Gulf region are vital mterests A stable SEA region IS 

also a vital mterest that requires the K S to encourage development of fnendly democratic 

governments provldmg access to these markets To further msure political and economic stab&y 

III SEA, the U S seeks to keep potential hostile hegemomc powers, such as Chma, from 

dommatmg the region and thereby unpactmg U S Interests Thus. dekelopmg and mamtammg 

relauonstips with SEA nanons mlhtanes helps deter potentml hosnle hegemomc powers 

Context of Polmal, Economc, Social, Cultural and Military Trends 

The current growth and stab&y of the region mark it as one of the true success stones m 

the world today, with U S pohcq onented toward mamtammg the status quo, tempered with 

occasional pressure for greater democratlzanon and access to national markets Most trends m the 

region are posmve Economic growth and increased public education have led to the formation of 
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large middle classes in Malaysia Th;uland and Smgapore with a correspondmg strengthemng of 

democratic values and msuhmons Cmted States exports to the region are growing ts*lce as fast as 

exports to Europe Per capita, these Asian countnes also import more than their European 

counterparts ( Department of Defense 7 ) Fertlllty rates and population growth are becommg 

more controlled due to wldespread pubhc education and contraceptl\ e avtilablllty Reglonal 

economic orgamzatlons such as the Assoclatlon of Southeast Asian Yatlons (ASEAN) are 

promotmg extensive consultation and the peaceful resolunon of issues hke trade and terntonal 

boundanes 

Despite the progress and stab&y tis reglon has achieved m the last decade, several 

slgmficant challenges remam A growmg dependence on oil to fuel the ongomg economic boom 

places SEA second behmd North Amenca m its reqmrement for imported oil, 70% of whch must 

be Imported ( Department of Defense 7 ) Terntonal dsputes over the Spratly Islands and Paracel 

Islands m the South Chna Sea threaten to polanze reglonal governments Succession of power m 

Chma IS uncertam. and leaves quesnons about the extent of Chmese power and intentions m the 

post-Deng era Narconcs trafflckmg contmues to plague the region Last, quahtatlve mcreases m 

the armed forces of the region could affect long-term stability 

Current U S pohcy addresses these reglonal trends and seeks to exploit opportunmes for 

unproved economic and mllltary condmons through both bilateral and multilateral orgamzations 

Memberstip or partlclpatlon m secunty and economic orgamzatlons such as ASEAK. and the 

Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum. provide a means to address the trends and 

issues that affect U S national interests m SEA 

Challenges, Threats and Opportunities for U.S. Interests. 

Umted States secunty Issues pose many challenges, threats and opportumhes for L’ S 

nahonal interests Perhaps the greatest challenge and potential threat to U S Interests 1s Chma 



Although China IS not considered a part of the tradmonal area defined as SEA, It plays an 

important and expandmg role both m mlhtary and economic terms If Chma’s emerging new 

poht~al leadershp becomes a hostile hegemoruc force m the region. SEA counmes w&l look for a 

counter to this threat The balance becomes ather Russia, Japan. C S , India, mulalateral 

coalltlons, Austraha or some combmafion of the above Already the Chmese claun ownerstip of 

dsputed temtones m the South Chma Sea and have established a nab al presence m thus area with a 

base m the Coca Islands, south of Burma (Behrends, 1996) Chma s clam to these mtematlonal 

waters could ultunately unpact U S and U S alhed nations access to transit the cntlcal SLOCs. 

unpede the mtematlonal nght of freedom of nablgauon, and restnct access to SEA markets 

Chma also contmues to move large numbers of Chinese mto Laonan temtory (Behrends 1996) A 

senes of moves that may be the start of a long-term Chmese goal to gam hegemomc control of the 

hghly producnve SEA agncultural and resource nch region If the goal of the Chmese 

government IS to gam hegemomc control of SEA, U.S pohcy and supportmg achons must be clear 

and deter Chma from actievmg this potential goal 

Other regional challenges mclude stablllzmg long-standmg ethmc, natlonal and temtonal 

nvalnes between countnes such as Vietnam and Cambodia or Vlemam and Chma The contmued 

existence of the Khmer Rouge msurgency whch rose to power and was later deposed follows two 

decades of war and chaos that threatens the stablhty of Cambodia and its new and fragile 

democratic government (Umted States 18) Furthermore, the Abn Sayyaf Group, a Mushm 

guemlla extremist group, is acme m the Phllippmes and the Pattam Umted Llberatlon Front, 

Mushrn separausts, are engaged m arm-government violence m Thtiand (Patterns of Global 

Terronsm, 4:) The challenge to the U S is to provide support to resolving these disputes through 

peaceful forums such as ASEAU and support Camboda’s government by provldmg contmued 

reconstructlon and non-lethal humamtanan assistance 
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The possible development of a convenuonal arms race and WMD IS not an unmment 

threat Thus 1s due to lessened tenslons m SEA and lack of sophlsucated technology to bmld 

nuclear weapons The absence of a threat does not negate the need for contmued Intelligence 

morutonng for events and trends that may tngger a race or development of WMD m the region 

The U S must contmue to strengthen Its leaderstip role with SEA countnes lest a &muushed C S 

presence, whether real or perceived, gives nse to Chmese hegemomc control to the region and may 

tngger the SEA nahons to arm themselves to meet the threat Also the C S should press the SEA 

countnes to paruclpate m treaties and conventions such as the Ken Prohferafion Treaty, Chemical 

and Blologlcal Weapons Convennons and mamtam reglonal stab&y through U S alhances 

hlateral treaues and agreements 

Karconcs (e g heroin) flowmg from SEA 1s also a threat and challenge to U S Interests m 

the Pacdic and the contmental Umted States The traffickmg of narcohcs to the U S undermmes 

the U S economy through lost Job productlvny. creates corruption wlthm governments and adds to 

health and social costs Thus &verts national resources from other pressing social, economic and 

m&u-y issues The U S can promote closer ties through coordmatlon of acuons between the SEA 

countnes pohce and military forces to halt the flow of drugs at the source m transit 

Increasmg economic ties 111 the SEA region IS a challenge to the U S Encouragmg free 

and open markets for U S exports remams a challenge to countnes that are emerging as economic 

powerhouses (Pacific Rim Dragons) and although the ASEAV Free-Trade Agreement (AFTA) 

appears to do tis, the 15 year unplementabon tune frame (Everett, 127: IS hkely to null@ the 

desu-ed outcome The ehmmatlon of trade bamers between natlons m the region is key to 

developing open and free markets Economic growth mcreases the standard of hvmg, promotes the 

recogmnon of human nghts, and either protects democranc governmems or encourages the 

emergence of such through the increase in trade and growth m the region The U S can continue to 
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encourage the expansion of forums hke APEC to increase the economic growth and ehmmauon of 

trade bamers Conhnued access to U S markets provides the means for developmg countnes such 

as Vlemarn to gam stab&y and possibly lead to democracy and human nghts for these people 

Many of the SEA challenges and threats are recogmzed by U S current policy The 

implementauon of tis pohcy is certamly &fficult If not properly coordmated and executed with all 

U S governmental agenaes One case that may lead to further repercussions m the SEA region 1s 

the confhctmg pohcy execution toward Chma Currently, the U S seeks to engage Chma through 

economic engagement and regional secunty &scuss~ons at forums such as ASEA_\ and ARF The 

presence of Chmese naval forces m the South Chma Sea and Coca Islands and threat to use force 

to make good its temtonal clauns runs counter to a peaceful soluhon to these issues Much of the 

Chmese adventunsm m SEA can be attnbuted to confhchng admu-ustratlon policy execution 

actions or macuon A clear and enforceable U S policy relative to Chma’s use of force m the 

region IS paramount to a peaceful negonated settlement among the SEA nations The ftimg of the 

Chmese government to ablde with a pohtlcal settlement should result m an increased C S mlhtary 

presence with support from the SEA governments and mWa.nes to counter Chma’s hegemomc 

clauns 

Unlted States Pohcy Objectives and Statecraft 

The bemgn neglect of U S foreign pohcy toward SEA m the 198% and early 1990s was 

more an emotional repercussion of L S involvement with Vlemarn than it was a mamfestanon of 

planned pohcy ms certamly contrticts our current pohcy of engagement and enlargement which 

has resulted m re-opemng U S relations with Vlemam U S -SEA pohcy is, as m most reglonal 

areas. tn-focused with an approach m each of the economic, mlhtary and &plomahc areas 
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U S mlhtary pohcy reflects a commitment to contmued leadership m Asian affan-s. with 

fonvard presence as its cornerstone Forward presence mvolves forward basmg of 1QO,OOO troops 

m order to 

-- deter conflict 

-- allow rapid and flexible cnsls response 

-- enhance U S ablhty to mfluence a wide spectrum of events 

-- create economy of force 

-- overcome handicaps of ume and &stance (especially cfifflcult &menslon m Gus theater) 

The U S also seeks to mamtam strong bilateral ties WI&I several nations to msure prolonged access 

to forward bases, and backs thus up wtth an aggressive program of mlhtary-to-military contacts. 

combined exercises and deployments to msure a vlslble and contmuous presence Furthermore, 

regonal secunty 1s promoted through foreign mMary sales totalmg almost $1 5 b&on to 

Indonesia, Malaysia. Phlllppmes, Singapore, and Thadand and Intematlonal Mhtary Education 

and Trammg totalmg $2 22 billion to Cambo&a, Malaysia, PMlppmes, Singapore, and Tha&md 

(Defense 95 Almanac, 35-37) Thus not only creates a U S -SEA cultural exchange but fosters an 

appreciation for U S mstltutlons and thought processes such as cl\ ll1a.n control of the mlhtary 

Economically, the C S seeks to share responslblhty for mamtammg regional secunty by 

supportmg ASEAK, whose stated illrn 1s to prebent Southeast Asia from becommg an area of 

strategic compennon among regional powers. and the ASEm Regional Forum (-1, a 

consultame body designed to culnvate hablts of consultation and cooperation on secunty issues by 

conveymg governmental posmons and easing tensions U S pohcy also supports efforts to 

continue and enhance economic prospenty m the region pnnclpally through the Asian Pacific 

Economic Cooperanon (APEC) forum 
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The third leg of U S pohcy m the region IS the pollt1ca.l and dlplomatlc effort to encourage 

democranc reform The emergence of a sizable middle class 111 Malayaa and Tha&tnd has fostered 

strong and self-sustammg democratic msntutlons m these nations Lesser but slgmficant progress 

has also been achieved m the Phhppmes and Cambodia The U S must be cogmzant of the 

economic and pohtlcal support reqmred from these and other emergmg democracies to provide a 

stable basis for mtemal polmcal transitions in the future 

Wlthm tis framework of current U S pohcy, and mmdful of the U S ObJectnes of 

stablhty, peace, access to markets, freedom of navlgauon, and prevenuon of a hoshle hegemomc 

power base. the future for SEA 1s emboded m a mulnlateral framework Multllaterallsm provides 

a conduit toward economic growth through freedom of trade and tanff reducnons Furthermore, n. 

provides a forum for dealmg with issues such as copyright protection It is almost the only 

approach toward mlhtary stability when considermg the &spar@ between Chma and SEA and it IS 

an outstandmg avenue for &plomatlc mteractlon wlthm the region However, the key concept 

behmd multllaterahsm m SEA IS that It provides an essennal method of allowmg the U S to remam 

engaged m SEA The pnmary U S mterest m SEA remams an economic mterest Access to the 

future dragons of the Pacific Rm along W&-I the SLOCs can certamly be considered maJor, If not 

vital. Protectmg U S access to a stable SEA at a reasonable cost IS probable wlthm the 

multilateral framework of orgamzatlons such as ASEAV and APEC and wMe SEA may not be a 

top runner m U S pnontles through the remammg 20th Century, it already forebodes the 

slgruficance m today’s world where economic power IS as Important as m&ary 

Conclusion 

The maJonty of the U S Interest w&m SEA is an economic mterest With reduced 

m&u-y stnfe and the Asian Tiger model of economic growth, the region IS becommg the world’s 

next economic wonder Although the economic slgmficance wti not n\ al that of Chma or Japan, It 
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provides an outstandmg opportunity for economic growth markets for the U S Thus the prunq 

pnonty for C S pohcy within tis region IS economic access However, d-us does not mean the 

mihtary concern 1s off the radar scope in this area 

Chma and its threat of becommg an hegemomc power wnhm thus region 1s the areas larges 

threat The conunued growth of regional stablhty through U S military bilateral exchanges and 

emphasis of multilateral orgamzations IS a promlsmg approach toward military stability wlthm 

SEA 

Fmally. dlplomatlcally. the U S needs to conhnue encouragmg the growth of democrahc 

mStlhihOnS w&m the region The successful engagement of the ASEti nations wti be an 

extremely useful method of controllmg Chma’s ablhty to shape SEA relations m the future 

it 
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